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LAUrA FErnAnDA BULgEr *
Slumdog Millionaire	 (2008)2	 is	a	multi-oscared	movie	adapted	from	a	novel	
by	Vikas	Swarup,	an	 Indian	diplomat	 turned	writer.	The	novel	was	published	 in	
2005,	titled	Q&A.3	In	the	“Prologue,”	eighteen	year-old	Ram	Mohammad	Thomas	
has	just	been	arrested.	A	dweller	in	Mumbay’s	Dharavi,	“Asia’s	biggest	slum,”	he	is	
accused	of	cheating	by	the	producers	of	the	show	Who Wants to be a Millionaire.	
Having	 never	 been	 to	 school,	 and	 appearing	 to	 be	 no	 genius,	 the	 young	 man	
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quiz.	Thus,	his	story	unfolds	through	episodic	flashbacks,	structured	as	chapters,	













closes	 in	 a	 swirl	 of	 riches	 shadowing	 the	 romantic	 side	 of	 the	 plot. Three	 years	
after	 its	 publication,	 Vikas	 Swarup’s	 novel	 was	 turned	 into	 a	 blockbuster	 movie	
that	has	been	earning	successive	awards	including	the	2009	Best	Picture	Award	by	
the	Hollywood	Academy.	Its	success	is	not	the	consequence	of	a	mega	“business	
strategy”	 (Bordwell,	2006:	1-18);	 it	 is	 largely	due	to	Danny	Boyle’s	direction	and	
Simon	Beaufoy’s	thoughtful	screenplay,	two	of	the	winners	among	a	talented	cast	
of	 actors	 and	 filmmakers.	 A	 movie	 about	 India,	 fashioned	 by	 former	 colonisers	
from	 a	 book	 written	 by	 an	 Indian	 novelist,	 whose	 depiction	 of	 modern	 India	 is	
far	from	sympathetic,	was	a	delicate	undertaking	demanding	as	much	cinematic	
know-how	as	diplomatic	skills.	
Still	 shocked	 by	 the	 terrorist	 attacks	 in	 Mumbay,	 Simon	 Beaufoy	 wonders,	











one	gathers that	 the	film’s	 joyfulness	conveys	 the	filmmakers’	 genuine	 rendition	
to	one	of	the	Mumbay	“wonders,”	 its	human	temper.	Together	with	 its	apparent	





















Mumbay	 slum	 dwellers,	 but	 also	 the	 dynamics	 going	 on	 in	 modern	 India,	 the	
linguistic	 and	 religious	 diversity,	 the	 chasm	 between	 rich	 and	 poor,	 or	 between	
urban	and	rural	populations,	the	deeply	rooted	caste	system,	the	inside	liberation	




its	 sentimentality,	 its	generosity,	 its	fierce	pride	and	massive	heart.”	Before	him,	
some	of	his	British	ancestors	must	have	felt	equally	overcome	as	they	arrived	in	
the	 Indian	 subcontinent.5	 The	 British	 East	 India	 Company,	 also	 known	 as	 John	
Company,	 was	 a	 modest	 trade	 settlement	 going	 back	 to	 1600,	 the	 Elizabethan	
times.	Three	centuries	later,	it	would	become	a	mighty	Empire,	Calcutta	the	centre	
of	British	India	before	it	moved	to	Delhi.	Having	lost	the	United	States	of	America,	
in	 the	 late	 eighteenth-century,	 the	 British	 turned	 to	 the	 East,	 namely	 to	 the	
subcontinent	laid	open	by	Vasco	da	Gama	in	1498.	The	British	Raj	was	the	largest	
since	 the	Roman	Empire,	which	made	Britain	a	global	 superpower.	After	a	 long	
struggle,	India	achieved	its	independence	from	Britain	in	1947.	The	British	Empire	
no	longer	ruled	the	world,	but	went	on	ruling	modern	Britain,	as	migrants	from	








the	 novel	 transferred	 to	 the	 screen	 as	 it	 was	 written,	 its	 cumbersome	 structure	
would	 prevent	 the	 film	 narrative	 to	 flow,	 not	 holding	 the	 audiences	 all	 the	 way	
through	 it.	 Time	 narrative	 was	 also	 a	 problem,	 as	 Mr.	 Beaufoy	 explains:	 “the	
story	constantly	moves	backwards	and	forwards	in	time.”	Actually,	it	covers	three	
different	“timeframes,”	the	protagonist’s	recent	past	on	the	game	show,	his	past	life	










authenticity	 to	 the	 script.	 For	 them,	 it	 must	 have	 been	 like	 a	 dream	 come	 true.	
Their	presence	at	the	Oscars	ceremony	was	a	big	hit	in	the	West	as	well	as	back	in	
India,	toning	down	the	complaints	against	Mr	Boyle,	the	director,	and	disparaging	
the	negative	 reviews	of	his	movie,	 its	detractors	having	described	 it	 as	 “poverty	





















The	 original	 literary	 work	 would	 undergo	 major	 changes,	 some	 deemed	















that	 the	 book	 is	 better	 than	 the	 movie,	 which	 is	 not	 always	 the	 case.	 But	 Vikas	
Swarup	was	a	new	comer	to	the	literary	circuit	and	his	novel	not	that	well	known	











for	 his	 deceased	 wife,	 Nita’s	 “flawless	 beauty”	 surpassing	 the	 “perfection”	 of	 the	
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business.”	Actually,	a	spectacular	 long	shot	of	 the slum	is	one	of	 the	first	scenes	
shown	in	the	movie.	The	viewer	may	be	led	to	establish	an	analogy	with	the	Brazilian	
favelas	 shot	 by	 Fernando	 Meireles,	 in	 Cidade de Deus	 (2002),	 a	 film	 adaptation	
of	Paulo	Lins’s	novel,	where	the	protagonist,	Buscapé,	is,	too,	a	picaresque	figure	
like	Ram,	in	the	novel	by	Vikas	Swarup.	Film	intertextuality	widens	the	exposure	
of	 child	 poverty,	 crime	 and	 corruption	 in	 both	 India	 and	 Brazil,	 two	 emerging	
superpowers	 where	 social	 conditions	 do	 not	 match	 their	 economic	 growth.	 In	
Slumdog, we	see	the alternation	of	exterior	 long	shots,	giving	the	 larger-scale	of	
the	slums,	with	interior	shots,	some	exploring	spooky	scenes	worthy	of	a	thriller	
like	the	one	with	the	child	beggar	about	to	be	blinded	by	a	slimy	Maman	(Ankur	




















ever	 after.	 He	 is	 no	 one’s	 brother,	 nor	 is	 he	 Aramis,	 the	 third	 Musketeer	 of	 the	
children’s	triangle.	A	French	romance	by	Dumas	used	as	a	school	textbook	to	teach	
poor	 Indian	 children	 both	 the	 English	 language	 and	 the	 values	 of	 comradeship	


























Concerned	 with	 “authenticity,”	 Mr.	 Beaufoy	 returned	 to	 his	 “documentary	
roots,”	as	he	puts	it,	and	wandered	aimlessly	through	Mumbay	to	grasp	the	city’s	
pulsation	and	learn	as	much	as	he	could	about	the	people	living	there.	The	panoramic	
views	 of	 Mumbay’s	 undergoing	 urban	 mutation	 resemble	 a	 documentary	 on	
India,	hardly	connecting	with	the	main	story.	Simon	Beaufoy watched	mutilated	





“may	be	yes,	may	be	no,”	he	 says,	or	 “whatever	God	wills,”	 as	 if	 their	 lives	were	
suspended	 by	 some	 hidden	 force,	 as	 Mr.	 Beaufoy	 further	 explains:	 “In	 this	 city	
of	nineteen	million	people	hurtling	into	the	future,	there	is	still,	very	present,	an	



























Salim;	 Thompson	 for	 his	 Waspish	 Australian	 employers.	 His	 names	 embrace	
the	 three	 major	 religious	 groups	 in	 India,	 Hinduism,	 Islam	 and	 Christianity.	
The	 tensions	 between	 Hindus	 and	 Muslims	 are	 a	 long-term	 predicament,	 and	
one	 of	 the	 causes	 behind	 the	 Mumbay	 terrorist	 attacks,	 supposedly	 planned	 by	
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the	tribal	riots,	 in	 the	movie,	where	the	boys’	mother	 is	killed.	After	recounting	
the	episode,	Jamal	blames	Ram	and	Allah	for	her	death,	but	his	mumbling	of	both	
names	 leave	 most	 viewers	 wondering	 as	 to	 what	 he	 is	 talking	 about.	 Regarding	
Christianity,	a	reminder	of	colonial	times,	it	was	brought	to	the	subcontinent	by	
European	 missionaries	 and	 has	 been	 thriving	 ever	 since.	 Would	 film	 audiences	
grasp	the	symbolism	of	the	protagonist’s	three	names?	Or,	the	reason	why	he	omits	








only	Hindi.	His	having	 learnt	 the	 “Queen’s	English”	with	an	English	priest	who,	
in	the	novel,	also	teaches	the	Indian	orphan	to	sing	“Baa	Baa	Black	Sheep”	might	
have	appeared	to	some	as	one	colonialist	perversity.	Curiously,	Mr.	Beaufoy,	who	
goes	 through	 pains	 in	 detailing	 the	 difficulties	 he	 had	 with	 the	 film	 adaptation,	






















by	 the	filmmakers	 to	give	authenticity	 to	a	movie	filmed	 in	Mumbay,	adding	an	
extra	 dimension	 to	 it	 by	 making	 the	 happy	 ending	 even	 happier;	 together	 with	
“Be	 Victorious”	 (Jay	 Ho),	 it	 also	 conveys	 the	 message	 of	 hope	 that	 is	 implicit	
in	 the	 novel	 by	 Vicar	 Swarup.	 At	 a	 cinematic	 level,	 the	 grand	 finale	 stands	 as	 a	
Bollywood	colonization13	of	the	American	musical,	once	imported	from	America	










Rushdie,	 whose	 sharp	 criticism	 on	 pro-Partition	 Indian	 society	 is	 well	 known,	
portray	 India	 as	 a	 postcolonial	 mixed-up	 society	 where	 great	 wealth	 and	 high	
technology	strive	side	by	side	with	poverty,	greed,	corruption	and	paedophilia,	as	
in	Vikas	Swarup’s	novel. The	Third-	about	 to	become	First-World	 is	 still	 coping	
with	 illiteracy,	 child	 exploitation,	 disease	 and	 malnutrition,	 afflictions	 that	 have	
not	been	eradicated	in	the	West	either.	With	the	latest	financial	crash,	we became	







As	 far	as	 the	 joyfulness	and	resilience	of	 the	Mumbay	people,	 “no	 terrorist	
attack	will	ever	change	that,”	writes	Simon	Beaufoy,	who,	like	the	Indians	themselves,	
must	have	seen	it	written	somewhere.





2	 Cast:	 Dev	 Patel;	 Ayush	 Mahesh	 Khedekar;	 Freida	 Pinto;	 Rubina	 Ali;	 Madhur	 Mittal;	 Azharudin	








5	 For	an	overall	view	on	the	British	 in	India,	see	Piers	Brendon	(2008),	“An	English	Barrack	 in	the	






















11	 We	refer	to	“A	Soldier’s	Tale”	in	Q&A – Slumdog	Millionaire,	pp.	194-222.
12	 Both	the	old	station	and	the	Mumbay	Taj	Hotel	were	hit	by	the	terrorist	attacks.
13	 See	Thomas	Leitch	(2007),	Film Adaptation & Its Discontents, From Gone With the Wind to The Pas-
sion of the Christ,	Baltimore:	The	Johns	Hopkins	University	Press,	pp.	109-110.
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